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Learning to read and then write has given me a voice. I’d like to dedicate this book to a whole generation who suffered the same lack of opportunity but have not been as fortunate as me. A mute generation. An under-represented and marginalised generation. A socio-economically disadvantaged generation with no voice. My generation.


To the many that didn’t make it, RIP.


To those who can still stand, ‘Take care and keep ya timbers in!’










Preface to the paperback edition


As I write, Dragged Up Proppa has been out in hardback for almost a year and I’ve just been asked by my London-based publishers to write a ‘preface for the paperback edition’. I didn’t know what one of those was, but it seems that I should discuss any developments that have occurred since the book first hit the shelves and talk about how, if at all, my life has changed. Well, last Thursday morning I plastered somebody’s kitchen ceiling, went home, had a bath. Then I went out to meet the Bishop of Durham and film-maker Ken Loach. Things like that didn’t happen one year ago.


I had met the bishop some weeks before. He’d read this book and made contact. My wife and I went to his home, had afternoon tea and chatted. I then pushed my luck a little and asked him if he might consider coming to the de-industrialised villages that I had written about and see for himself the level of depravation that has developed after forty years of neglect. He agreed, and a week or so later he arrived at my home. We talked about my childhood, and about how the once tight-knit communities I had grown up in had all but disappeared.


And then off we went, the bishop and the bricklayer, driving around the east coast of Durham’s boarded-up, red-brick numbered streets in a builder’s van. We travelled through three villages and I showed him three huge swathes of industrial wasteland where their pits had once stood. I showed him the desolate high streets, the poor unfortunates queuing and spewing from the local pharmacies where they go to be administered their regular dose of the heroin substitute, methadone. I’m not sure if he was impressed or depressed, but the important thing was that sitting beside me was a kind and compassionate man who gets to stand in the House of Lords – and he was staring down at this desperate situation in the flesh. I then told him of my Proppa Jobs Campaign and the march that I had organised through the streets of Easington Colliery. Then, I pushed my luck further still and asked if he might attend.


He agreed, and because of this we have appeared on local news a few times, and on a politics show on television. I have also got to mouth off lots on radio, launching myself into a new career as a campaigner for levelling up these broken communities with a program of re-industrialisation.


When I need to mentally thrash things over, I drive around in my transit van, building things and laying bricks. The other day I found myself pondering over HS2 after my editor suggested that I should probably mention the announcement of the northern leg being axed in this preface. It wasn’t long before something started to seep out. It felt like a new frustration! Where was it coming from, I wondered? I laid more bricks. And I wondered some more.


Let’s have a think about this. If I was to travel to the northern end of HS2 the journey would be four hours from my front step and I would have to set my compass south. If my London-based editor was to travel the same distance south, he’d find himself in Dieppe, France. Why did he think HS2 was so relevant to me? Don’t get me wrong. More than most, I feel the pain of the Andy Burnhams of the UK and the people in the Midlands who are affected by these decisions. However, there are far more pressing problems we face and my editor’s question was, I think, symptomatic of how London views the North. To fathom out for myself where this new-found frustration was coming from, I had to remember, first, why I had written this book.


I left County Durham – and then Britain entirely – as an illiterate economic migrant. I returned years later able to read and write, and I was confronted with a community vacuum and profound social regression. It had begun with the sudden de-industrialisation I witnessed in my teens, and was followed by long-term government neglect. There seemed to be no option but to use my newfound skill and put pen to paper.


To me, it all seems so obvious. If you remove purpose and aim, reducing human lives to mere existence with zero fulfilment, and let that situation rot for a whole forty years, then the only solution to reversing this is to reinstate the purpose and aim. I’m not being nostalgic; I know coal is history. But we are on the cusp of a whole new generation of clean energy technologies that are already taking place, and we invent most of them. These could be good green occupations for men and women. There is a new industrial revolution taking place that could offer the essential opportunities required by these abandoned people! Yet, it appears to me, we are being left behind on the global stage.


Many people ask: but how much will all this cost? And I tell them again and again: Nothing! The deprivation in these areas is already costing us the billions we need to reverse it. The situation we are stuck in is one of mismanagement of government funding. The authorities are pissing our money up the wall. We just need investment for sustainable projects and jobs.


And who has the money to invest in such large projects? I get asked.


The miner’s pension fund! I answer.


The miner’s pension fund is a national disgrace. The billions paid in by my forefathers have been stolen and constantly plundered by consecutive administrations while all I see around me is decay. Don’t get me wrong – I don’t want to steal this money. That would make me worse than them. But surely with some simple changes in legislation it could be reformed from the redundant, bone-idle pot it is to a money-lending organisation, specifically for the regeneration of ex-mining communities. The profits from the lending could go to the miners! And it needs doing now. After all, if you live in those streets, you die sixteen years earlier than the national average. So we are talking emergency aid here.


If you are reading this and thinking, ‘It’s miles away from me, it doesn’t affect me’, then I’ve got three things to say:




	Straighten your moral compass. This is not how modern-day Britain should look.



	You are, in some way, funding this dysfunctionality already.



	If a government is allowed to treat people like this, your kids could be next.






The lack of opportunities for current – and future – generations of school-leavers is the reason I wrote this book. The slow progress in creating a national awareness of this suffering – and of my campaign to reverse it – is, I believe, at the root of my new-found frustration.


Pip Fallow


November 2023
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My privileged background


I don’t remember being born. They say it’s a messy business. Growing up was certainly a messy business. Probably should have guessed at the beginning what I was in for later. Half a dozen boys, all born in the same small bedroom in a pitman’s cottage on the east coast of Durham. Almost exactly two years between each of us and me the last of the six lads. No lasses. My mother so wanted a girl and I was to be her last chance. Sorry, Mam.


No men allowed in the bedroom at a birth then. This was 1966, when babies were women’s business. The women in the family, my aunties and grandmother, would be there but no men. The men and boys would be called in when everything had been cleaned up and when mother and baby were ready to be seen. That’s if the men weren’t down the pit, of course. Like I said, I can’t remember being born but I can almost see it now. A circle of doting females staring down at me. ‘Ah, what a shame, another boy. Another pitman!’ It’s as if I can remember. I can imagine the women then filing out: job done! Then my father, with my five brothers, filing in, a circle of different-sized heads blocking out the light and smiling down at me, pleased they didn’t have a sister or daughter. Pleased they had another pitman.


My definite earliest memories were of when I was merely twenty months old. I can be accurate about this because we moved from that house when I was that age and those almost black and white images etched on my new brain, I believe, were of the inside of that first cottage. I can remember which cupboard the cheesy biscuits were kept in, I remember finding out soap powder didn’t taste very nice and I remember pushing my four-year-old brother, Nigel, down a steep set of wooden stairs and watching him break his skull on the tiled floor below. I clearly remember him being sat on the top stair and me walking up behind him, putting both hands on his shoulders and pushing him with all of my tiny might. I can see him now trying to spin and grab at the multicoloured curtain strips that hung from the top of the landing and missing them with his frantic grasps. Funny really because, years later, Nigel would be the only one in my family to attend university after his schooling. He went on to do a masters in Civil Engineering. Perhaps I should have dived down after him, thus sustaining myself the apparent good knock on the heed required. However, I didn’t. Not sure why; probably not having spent a full two years on planet earth, I was still unaware of the benefits a good education could bring. After all, I’d just graduated from soap powder to cheesy biscuits and to me then, even at such a young age, smashing your skull didn’t quite present itself as a way of moving forward. I was still quite naive.


I do remember the house move. I didn’t know then why we were leaving all I knew behind but I do now. We had outgrown it. Six kids, a Labrador called Brit and a mother and father in a one-bedroom cottage I suppose was a bit of a squeeze. My father had decked out the loft and my three eldest brothers slept up there. As I got older, I found myself questioning if I had actually pushed my brother to his near death. I looked to my mother for confirmation but I don’t think she could bring herself to believe I could do such a thing. As I reached my mid-twenties, I was for some reason driven by a burning desire to prove my murderous guilt and actually knocked on that door. I had heard that the house had remained relatively untouched since we had moved on. The man who lived there was a friend of my father and knew who I was. When I explained why I was there he had no hesitation in letting me in. As I walked in, I closed my eyes and peered deep into my mind’s library at what I could actually see. When I opened them, I was astonished! It was a perfect match to the worn-out picture I had stashed there. Even the multicoloured curtain strips were still in place. I was tickled pink. I had been right all along and I was left in no doubt I was, in fact, a real-life attempted murderer!


I was not to know at this particular time of my life, but the village where we lived existed because of coal. About seventy years before my being, coal had been found over one thousand feet underground and because of that, my village had been immediately built. My grandfather, my father’s father, who had died because of hard work and whisky just before I existed, had belonged to the team of sinkers who had first dug that experimental shaft and struck black. It had probably once been an idyllic meadow with trees and hillocks covered with lush, green grass before they discovered what lay underneath. However, there was little evidence of anything that nice for us to admire now; instead, a purely functional grid-like system of Coronation Street-style red-brick terraced houses, named First Street, Second Street and so on, all the way to Eleventh Street, now smothered its once green hills. At the top of the village, running its full length, was West Street, at the bottom of the village, running its full length, was East Street and right up the middle, hosting its shops, churches, pubs and school, was, of course, Middle Street. No architectural flair required, just small, tightly packed houses for pitmen and their big families. If you wanted a garden, there were allotments situated across the top of the beach and sprawling up to and around the skyscraping pithead. Most did without and made do with small backyards.


I don’t suppose there was, or ever will be, a way of getting billions of tons of black filthy rock from underground without turning the earth’s crust upside down. It was the only way, and anyway, I knew little else. However, what I did know from very early on was the pit and coal trumped all and my father spent more time down it than he did at home.


If I was to look out of my bedroom window and down onto the streets at certain times of the night or day, I would see a flow of weary men streaming one way, against a flow of fresh men gushing the other in a hasty bid to get back down that dark hole and do what they knew best. Cutting coal. I knew them all. There would be a scattering of unleashed dogs, like in a Lowry painting if you take the time to stare into it deeply, free to search out their returning masters. I knew all of the dogs too. The men looked strong, like ants. Busy black soldier ants working perilously around the clock, each one capable of carrying a load of hardship and suffering, equal to one hundred times their own body weight. I would observe their distinctive walks and stare deep into their faces before recognising my father as one of them.


The council house we were allocated and moved into was only one mile down the road and a field full of retired pit-ponies away from the grid-like system we had escaped. It had four bedrooms and a back garden. I think the architect who’d designed the house and the surrounding estate had perhaps taken his inspiration from rabbit warrens. This was perfect. Two boys in each bedroom, a lot better than we had been used to. The fixed bath and a toilet were actually inside the house. I was paired up with Nigel in the smallest bedroom. By this time, he had made a full recovery from my attempt on his life. Fortunately for me and due to the very nature of the crime, he had no memory of the incident; and as I, the only true witness to the crime, had not quite got around to constructing full sentences, it seemed I had escaped justice.


This was to be my home for the next seven years or so. The estate was surrounded on three sides by industrial yards and farmland chopped up by busy railway lines that seemed to have a constant stream of coal trucks rumbling around on them in all directions. The fourth side was a black polluted beach. For a child growing up, it was bliss, a nice oily beach and plenty of railway tracks to play on.


Although I’m certain my senses were keener back then, I can’t seem to remember an autumn or a spring. Just winters and summers with nothing in between. The winters seemed bitter, dominated by long, dark nights with deep snow and massive snowmen. The summers seemed hot and dominated by bright sun that woke before everybody. It would burn high all day and then blaze orange through my bedroom curtains well into the night. Perhaps it wasn’t that my senses were keener, though I’m sure they were. Perhaps it was because this was before central heating. When it was summer outside, it was summer inside and when it was winter outside, we lived like Eskimos. We didn’t have to buy spray-on snow for our windows at Christmas then. We had the real stuff. On the inside.


I owned nothing of value, but felt rich. I had everything in life I needed, yet apparently I was poor. I wasn’t aware I was poor; I felt like the richest kid alive. Some of my friends were a lot worse off than me. I never went to bed hungry, and had a solid family and loving parents. One of my friends told me whilst we played in the street that his dad had run off and his parents were going to be divorced. Divorce was statistically much rarer back then and to a young boy trying to work life out, I recall it holding the same intrigue as death, or even sudden death. A shocking event. I probably related the two traumas so closely based on the evidence I was presented with: a deep haunted stare and a look of worry that I don’t think ever left him.


I realise now looking back into that council estate in the seventies that though divorce was still rare nationally, I probably witnessed more than the national average. After all, if a marriage was to explode then, the chances of a woman buying her own home was zero. And as for the colliery houses . . . well, they were only for people who worked down the pit (men), leaving the fragmented shrapnel of shattered families only one place to land: on my estate. And the thousands like it.


I had trouble understanding broken families. I lived in such a tight-knit clutch, I had difficulty working out how they were supposed to function. Probably because some I encountered didn’t. I lived in a house where everybody did their best to help one another and could not comprehend any other way. I had another friend, in the surrounding streets, who was fatherless and I was amazed how he would treat his mother with disrespect. None of it made sense. He would steal money from her purse. This confused me, but I suppose it would have. I had no need for money. I was rich.


My father had three jobs. He worked down the village pit six days a week, sometimes seven. And any spare time on the surface would be spent flying about in his van either fitting a new device that had just been invented called an ‘automatic washing machine’ into somebody’s washhouse or climbing on a roof to fit another high-tech, state-of-the-art piece of technology that had been named the ‘TV aerial’. Or – sorry, he had four jobs – he also had a window cleaning round. He never stopped. If someone asked him why he had so many jobs, he would always say, ‘Oh! I can’t afford to be poor!’ Another piece of double Dutch or working man’s philosophy I’ve still to this day not quite worked out.


When somebody bought a washing machine in the local town, they would be given our phone number. They would ring and my mother would write down the address on the reverse side of cardboard strips salvaged from cut-up cereal boxes and kept on the telephone table just inside the front door. My father would then go and pick up the machine from the store, deliver it and fit it for a fee. We were the only house in the street that had a phone. The same would happen if somebody was affluent enough to actually buy a TV. The phone would ring, an address would be taken and off he would go, in his van with his ladders on the roof (and sometimes me sitting next to him) and erect the aerial for a fee. We were the only family in that street with a motor vehicle too.


My father would never open his miner’s wage packet. It would be given to my mother every Friday, unopened, for her to keep the family. He would survive on his other work. His fiddle. He would also buy gifts with this and bring them home. In May 1973 he came home with a massive wooden box that we soon realised was a colour TV. He climbed on the roof and fitted an aerial and came down and plugged it in. The following day we watched the Leeds v Sunderland FA cup final in colour on one of its three channels. The Sunderland goalkeeper, Jim Montgomery, pulled off a stunning double save and Ian Porterfield went on to score a screamer. Sunderland were second division giant killers and beat the almighty first division Leeds United 1–0. That particular day there must have been fifty people dancing in our living room and a further fifty in the front garden staring through our front window. We were the only house in the street that had a colour TV.


That TV arriving into our lives was big. The only people allowed to turn it on or off were my mother or my father. We knew when it was on because it would buzz loudly and when it was not in use it would have to be unplugged from the wall. There was no walking in the room and flicking the telly on to see if there was anything worth watching then, oh no. The telly would be put on when everybody was sat down quietly, ready to watch something that we knew we wanted to see. It was a true window into the outside world and beyond. I recall going into space and being scared of the Ogrons that were trying to kill the time traveller Dr Who. I believed he was real! As real as the colours and the sounds of the Bay City Rollers. Sitting in front of that screen could be a trip to the zoo. I would stare at animals on the Johnny Morris show I hadn’t realised existed. Then there was Concorde, full of human beings, taking to the skies before going two thousand miles per hour and I have an image of George Harrison’s fingers making up the chords as he sang ‘Here Comes the Sun’. I’d heard the song before in my brother’s bedroom, on his record player that looked like a fat square briefcase, but to actually see where that sound came from was something else. There was a close-up of his fingers moving around the frets. His hands surprised me. They looked just like everybody else’s and gave me a feeling that anything was possible. I can’t listen to that track today without being transported back in time and finding myself sat with my face just inches away from that big wooden box housing its small screen. That’s real time travelling, done properly. Not like that phony Dr Who.


When I was seven and a half, I got my first job delivering newspapers, the only criteria for getting the job being that you had to be ten. But lying came easy, if for the right reasons. I remember delivering newspapers on a warm summer day and my father driving past in his van. He stopped and asked me why I was on foot.


‘Because my bike is knackered,’ I told him.


‘Finish your round and I’ll see you back at the house,’ he said.


We met back at the house and he had a look at my bike. I’d found it at the local tip and had brought it home some months before. My brothers had fixed the punctures and got it on the road but it had seen better days. The tyres were bald, it had no brakes and was brown with rust.


‘Right,’ he said, ‘jump in the van.’ I did. We drove into the local town of Hartlepool and he walked me into a bike shop.


‘Which one do you want?’ he asked. It was like all my Christmases had come at once. I walked out of that shop with a brand-new Raleigh Chicco. It cost £23. That bike was my world. After getting home and showing everyone my pride and joy, my father asked me to run an errand.


‘Could you go to the pit and pick up my wages?’ he asked. I pedalled the one mile and with my head in the clouds I entered the local village. I pedalled up through Middle Street and into the numbered streets and freewheeled down Third Street to the colliery offices. Leaving my bike outside, I entered the wage office and I spoke to the wages clerk.


‘I’m here for me dad’s wages,’ I said.


‘What’s his name?’ he asked.


‘Tommy Fallow.’


‘Full name?’


‘THOMAS Fallow.’


‘Middle names?’


‘None,’ I replied. And the cash was handed over in a little half see-through and half brown-paper envelope. That was the level of security then. No bank transfers needed, just a near eight-year-old boy on a shiny bike. I tucked the money down my sock and pedalled home and gave it to my mother. His weekly wage for working six days underground was £22. One pound less than the cost of my bike. Collecting my father’s wages became a regular event.


If I was to send a near eight-year-old kid to that street today, he would find no pit and no wage office next to it. There is no trace of any of it. If it was there and he left his shiny bike outside, it would be gone when he came back out. If he had money on him, he would be stopped and robbed. In the days back then when I rode proud on my new bike, people took drugs to make themselves better. Today it seems they take drugs to make themselves worse.


I walked down Third Street last week and it was all police-taped off. Apparently somebody forty years old who has never owned a house and whose rent, drugs and wages have been paid for by me and you got beat to death with a hammer for a £10 bag of crack cocaine. This is common. The experts say the social problems in the area cannot be directly linked to the recent deindustrialisation of the area or the particularly high level of unemployment it left. All I can conclude from that is that there is no such thing as an expert.


The bike made my paper round more efficient, so I took on a second and an evening round too. This earned me £1.80 per week. I would collect this on a Saturday morning in a sealed brown envelope and give it to my mother, unopened, of course – just doing my bit! Like I said, I had no need for money. I had a brand-new shiny bike and was the richest kid alive.


Though I was living rich, I still have small triggers in my memory that remind me we must have been financially very poor. One of those memories still stands clear today. A few friends and I had one day wandered about four miles and were just outside a railway yard, swimming in an industrial slurry pond. I lost my shoe. It got sucked from my foot and disappeared into the mustard yellow mud. Despite my valiant efforts I couldn’t find it and returned home just before dark with only one shoe. My mother went mad! Now, to put things into perspective it wasn’t even a shoe but a plastic sandal. We all had them. Thinking back, they must have been the cheapest way of keeping six kids shod. They were the light brown equivalent to a modern-day pair of crocks and probably cost less than a pound a pair, in today’s money. And I only had one. My mother made me wait up for my father coming in from the pit. It must have been near midnight when he arrived through the door. She was still very upset as she explained to my father that I had no shoes to wear for school the next day.


‘Come on then,’ said my father, ‘jump in the van.’ We travelled as near to the pond as we could get by road and then travelled the last half mile across fields on foot. He had his miner’s cap lamp in the back of the van, which he used to fit TV aerials to chimneys in the dark, and he put it on his forehead. We reached the pond and I showed him where it had been lost. The image of my father plodgin’ in thick muddy water in the early hours of the morning, with only a cap lamp for light, and finding that shoe which was probably worth less than 50p is still an image that haunts me today. He wasn’t angry; he never was. He was just getting on with doing what he needed to do. In the morning I cycled to school. Tired but shod.


Another story I have trouble forgetting happened when I was probably only about five or six. I was ill and absent from school. In fact, if I was allowed off school, I must have been near death. I think I had mumps. I had been in bed for several days, had not eaten and came downstairs feeling a little better. I was hungry and my mother, pleased I was recovering, asked what I wanted to eat.


‘Mushrooms, fried in butter,’ was my answer. We didn’t have any mushrooms in the house and my mother, happy I had an appetite, had an idea.


‘Come on then, let’s go out and get some. Quick, there’s Charley’s van outside.’ Those days a large box van would come around the streets and sell groceries from the back door. Charley looked exactly like Benny Hill. We stepped onto the long slatted back step and looked into the mobile shop.


‘Afternoon, Charley, could we have half a pound of mushrooms, please?’ my mother asked.


‘Only if you pay off what you owe me from last week,’ Charley replied, lifting his eyebrows.


‘He’s been ill and it’s the first time he’s wanted something to eat for days,’ my mother said, picking me up, sitting me on her hip and stroking my hair. She emptied her purse onto the counter. He counted it out. One pound and sixty-six new pence. I can still remember the exact amounts today for some reason.


‘Thank you very much,’ said Benny Hill as he scooped up all my mother had. ‘But you still owe one pound and fifteen pence,’ he said as he marked the debt off in his little black book.


‘Can we have some mushrooms?’ my mother asked again.


‘Not until you have paid off what you owe from last week,’ he repeated as he looked around my mother and me for a customer that might have money. A queue of neighbours had formed behind us and as we stepped down off the step and walked past them empty-handed, I could sense my mother’s shame. We got home and I pretended I had gone off the idea and said I fancied toast. I watched her making toast. It was the first time I’d seen my mother cry. Before the bread had charred there was a knock at the door and it opened. It was Old Mrs Butterfield from across the street. She stepped inside and handed my mother a brown paper bag full of mushrooms.


‘Pay me when you can,’ she said. My mother thanked her, she turned and was gone. I knelt on a stool at the table and chopped the mushrooms whilst my mother melted butter in a pan. It was the second time I had seen my mother cry.


Today this would be described as a ‘disadvantaged background’, but was it? If I had been born in Chelsea to rich parents and had one thousand pairs of shoes, how could I have learned the true meaning of the word ‘value’? If I could have afforded a field of mushrooms and I had never seen Old Mrs Butterfield come through my door, how could I ever have known the true meaning of the word ‘community’? I suppose rich kids would rely on the dictionary definition for such words. Well, they should be careful; the dictionary is only black and white, and can read like lies. In my book, I think perhaps the words ‘disadvantaged’ and ‘privileged’ might be more honest if they were to steal one another’s meanings.


For my eighth birthday I wanted a zoom-lens camera. I must have thought for a moment that I had been born in Chelsea. There wasn’t a hope in hell, they cost hundreds of pounds. I had seen them in the thick photography magazines that once a month I delivered to a big posh doctor’s house that sat on its own hill just outside the village. I would hide in the bus shelter at the bottom of the hill and stare at the glossy pictures of brand-new cameras and the close-up images they could achieve and dream that one day I might own one. They could steal a snap of an oblivious wild bird from hundreds of yards away, yet when I stared hard at the image, I could imagine I was right there with the wild creature, sharing its freedom. I would admire every image and wonder what the words might be saying before folding up the far-too-expensive-for-me magazine and slipping it through the door. What I actually got for my birthday was a small cardboard box of Quality Street. It was the type with a cellophane front, so you could see the sweets inside. My brother Glen asked my mother if he could wrap the present ready for me coming in from school. My mother, busy with teatime, agreed and he wrapped it. What my mother didn’t know was that before he wrapped it and left it on top of the giant TV he had stuck an empty toilet roll tube on the back, so when I picked it up, I might think it was something else. I did. I picked it up, looked at the shape of it and, much to the amusement of all five brothers, shouted, ‘Yes, a zoom-lens camera!’ My mother came in from the kitchen, saw what they had done and was not amused. We still laugh about this today because it was funny. Who the hell did I think I was? A zoom-lens camera, for God’s sake! Had I taken leave of my senses? I definitely needed bringing back down to earth. Bet that’s never happened in Chelsea. If you look in the dictionary under ‘disappointment’, it says, Fail to meet expectations. To not achieve fulfilment. To feel let down. Not a mention of the word ‘learning’, or ‘valuable lesson’. See, I told you the dictionary was only black and white and tells lies.


‘Disappointment’ was not something I really understood. I suppose if I was to define its meaning in my dictionary, it might read, An emotion experienced by only spoiled people when they cry because they didn’t get something that was never theirs. No, we didn’t do disappointment. How could we? We had just had to cancel my seventh Christmas because my father had been on strike. Ah! Yes, the miners’ strike of 1972, I must tell you about that. But before I do, let me tell you a little more about the man in our house who chose to strike.
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Pennies in my eyes


My father was a hero. Not just to me but to his country. He lived to the age of eighty-seven. He had been one of eleven children, but only five survived to be adults. The consumption killed six. So called, because that’s what it did. It consumed all it touched and took them away. He could remember being a child and seeing his brothers and sisters laid out in open coffins in the living room of their colliery house. They would lay old pennies in the sockets of the dead child’s eyes. He never did tell me why; tradition, I suppose. My father contracted ‘the consumption’ at the age of seven and unexpectedly survived.


‘Even my mother had written me off,’ he told me. ‘I remember waking up on the floor at the foot of my mother’s bed and flicking the pennies off my eyes. I could sense a commotion in the room. I’d been tightly wrapped in a stiff cotton bed sheet and it took me a while to wriggle out. I eventually got to my feet and looked through the cast-iron bars of the bed-end, just in time to see my mother give birth to our Ray, my youngest brother. The doctor who had only one day before pronounced me dead and laid me out, ready for my coffin, had just delivered my new brother. My mother was overjoyed. She would always say to me, “That day, I had twins!”’


Can we imagine that today? How does someone deal with watching most of their offspring slowly die? I’m a father of three now and I have thought long and hard about how they could have dealt with such losses yet managed to get on with their lives. At one stage of my quest to fully understand their strength, I even dared to have the audacity to question if they could have actually loved their children as much as we do today. But I think we know the answer to that, don’t we?


My father once said to me whilst we worked in the garden, ‘If I ever wrote a book about my life, I would call it Pennies in My Eyes.’


Hence this chapter’s title. It was the least I could do.


He had started working down the mine as a boy of thirteen and on his third day he had seen a man killed by a fall of stone. He’d helped dig him out and stretcher him to the surface. Headed by the colliery manager in his top hat, they delivered the dead man to his miner’s cottage by hand cart before laying his body out in the backyard. The manager then paid the shocked and distraught widow what he had been owed to date, before issuing her with eviction papers that said she and her children had seven days to get out of their pit-owned house. He then ordered my father and the team of men and boys back down the shaft to get on with their work.


He was seventeen when Hitler invaded Poland and he gave up working the pit. He walked from Durham to Coventry to work in a munitions factory with a friend of his from our village. Coventry was heavily bombed and my father was blown up and buried alive in rubble. His friend dug him out. Both legs were broken just below the knee and one of his arms was shattered too. He told me about this.


‘The air-raid sirens were going off but we thought we’d chance it and try to make it back to our digs. We were running down the street laughing and carrying on. All of a sudden, we could hear the whistle of bombs coming down. They say they travel faster than sound and you can’t hear them coming but believe me, we could hear them all right. The whistling got louder and louder. Joe went one way and I went another. I ran down three small steps and dived into an air-raid shelter and then there was a thump. I can remember not being able to move at all and being completely covered in pieces of concrete. Every time I tried to breathe in, my mouth filled up with dust,’ he explained. ‘I could hear Joe, my mate, shouting my name and I could feel the rubble piled on top of me getting lighter and lighter. Eventually Joe lifted a concrete block off my face and I spat out the pellet of dust that had formed in my mouth and started to breathe. He then laid me out on a batten door and dragged it up the street and onto a playing field.’


My father said he could remember lying on that door and looking down the high street which was completely ablaze. He said there were about thirty firemen directing hosepipes into the tall burning buildings and he watched as the front of a building toppled slowly into the street, killing them all. He then lost consciousness and woke in a hospital which was to be his home for the next four months. He told me that from all the things that had happened to him in his life, the thing he remembered most vividly and could not forget were the screams of those firemen that day.


While he was lying in his hospital bed, he signed up to join the RAF.


‘Why?’ I asked him.


‘Anything but the navy, always been terrified of drowning,’ came the answer. He then spent nearly a year on twenty-six airfields on the south coast of England shooting down the Luftwaffe. The RAF were building an elite parachute regiment and told him the training would take six months. He signed up, his thinking being, by the time he had completed his training the war might be over.


Two months later he was being dropped by parachute behind enemy lines and fighting the Japanese in Singapore, India and Burma. He was in the Special Elite Parachute Regiment 2810. Google it and you will realise that it was against all odds that my brothers and I were born. There were forty in his squadron and they would jump out of a Dakota plane in the dead of night and sabotage strategic points, destroying everybody and everything in their way. After one year he was the only original member of his squadron left. They formed and retrained a new squadron and after only a few months he was one of only three original members left. They formed and retrained another squadron and by the end of the war, he was one of seven original members left.


The evidence of my father’s past decorated our house. I grew up thinking it was normal to have an SLR 303 rifle hanging around on the landing, bayonet and all. He had removed the firing pin, of course, so we were unable to murder one another whilst we played. We had a couple of hand grenades as ornaments on the mantelpiece (decommissioned, of course) above a couple of empty tank shells on the hearth and below a criss-cross of samurai swords mounted on the chimney breast that he’d kept possession of after killing a couple of highly decorated Japanese generals. Then there were his two sets of straw-filled army issue boxing gloves we would put on if there were any disputes that needed to be settled. This was a fair system that would be strictly refereed and if one brother was much bigger than his opponent, handicaps such as having to kneel down or keep one hand behind his back would be handed out. Being the smallest, this worked well for me and was often a good opportunity to reap revenge. And then there was his tent. His big green army tent had been his home and had travelled around the world with him. It would also be our accommodation every time we went on holiday. He would put all of us in the back of his tiny Ford Anglia van, drive up to Scotland, we would pitch it in a farmer’s field and when a farmer came and asked what did we think we were doing, he would tell them to fuck off! And that would be our home for a week. My mother only tried it once. I don’t think it was her thing.


One of my older brothers, Raymond, had got in on the act and had built lots of model Airfix war planes, painted them up in the finest of detail and hung them from his bedroom ceiling. We would lie on his bed for hours and imagine what it must have been like to stare up into the skies of Dresden in 1945. By the age of six I knew every British aeroplane involved in the conflict and still do today. My friends loved coming to my house; I think they thought it was a museum. I grew up feeling I had just missed the war. I had, I suppose, by a mere twenty years.


As the years moved on my mother was quite successful in demilitarising our home. The ornamental hand grenades were demoted to the shed, the guns and swords were put in the loft and the tent and boxing gloves disappeared. Some thirty years later my father took everything from our home that reminded him of his time at war, including his medals, and donated it all to a museum in York. He never explained why. I was devastated.


It’s probably fair to say that being the youngest in any large family has its benefits, if for no other reason than the passage of time; things get better every day. Looking at how we lived then and how we live now amazes me. In fact, if you look at my grandparents, then my mother and father, then my wife and me and then our children, it could be argued, the longer you can stay in the womb, the better; I should know, my generation were the first to not be landed with the option of remaining hungry or eating tripe. I suppose there’s a time when you just have to pop out and face whatever comes your way. There were a lot of changes in the brief snippet of time from when my eldest brother left home to the point when I did. Despite The Beatles, he had to leave home if he wanted long hair, whereas I got to sit and watch Top of the Pops with a mullet. I think our parents probably mellowed a little and moved with the times. My mother was always very trendy and my father certainly changed. My eldest brother, Tony, tells a story that typifies this change.


There were two reasons for having to keep quiet in our house. One was, ‘Shhhh! Your father has been on night shift and is in bed!’ And two, ‘Shhhh! Your father is watching the news!’ Well, picture this, me at about eight, walking into the living room full of silent brothers whilst my father is halfway through the sacred BBC Six O’Clock News, walking up to the telly, pushing one of its four channel buttons and jumping on my daddy’s knee. My brothers look on amazed.


‘What’s this?’ he asked, smiling.


‘It’s called The Muppet Show, Dad. It’s much better than the news!’ I informed him. To my brothers’ astonishment, he watched and enjoyed the whole show. He particularly liked the old men on the balcony. My older brothers always mention this. That and the fact that I never had to go to Sunday school. Actually, there were six of us and only the first three had to go through the ritual of getting dressed in their Sunday best once a week and attending Sunday school. Even though they hated it. I think it had been my father’s decision to spare his youngest three of this agony and I can remember a very fresh-faced, young-looking minister knocking at our front door one Sunday afternoon to find out why my brothers had not attended that morning. We had seen him pull up at the front of our house in his white Morris Minor and because it had been my father’s decision, my mother had asked him to deal with it. I hid behind a door to one of the spare rooms near the front of the house to hear what was said. I was probably no more than six.


‘The boys were not at chapel this morning, Mr Fallow,’ said the man in black-and-white dress.


‘That’s right!’ said my father. ‘And they won’t be there next week.’


‘Do you mind me asking why?’ asked the minister very politely, to which my father replied:


‘Listen, young lad, if you had been to war and seen what I’ve seen, you wouldn’t be stood there dressed like that and believing what you believe.’ I couldn’t see the reaction on the minister’s face, I was hiding behind the door, but he said little more than goodbye and left. I remember thinking, WOW! My dad tells vicars what to do!


At Sunday dinner that afternoon my mother asked, ‘So, what did the minister have to say?’ to which my father replied:


‘He’ll not be back!’


The only other reference regarding religion I can recall from my father was as he drove his van on the way to one of our camping trips. We’d packed the tent and supplies into the van before jumping in the back. He had a week off work and the weather forecast was brilliant. It was common for the whole street to come out, stand at their gates and wave us off and this particular time I’m sure all six of us plus our dog were there. As we headed north through Northumberland it started to rain heavily. My father switched on the wipers and growled.


‘The only reason God is making it rain is because the bastard knows I don’t believe in him!’ Quite confusing for a kid.


Shortly after we returned from the camping trip our dog disappeared. He escaped one morning and was found later that day, running about in a field full of sheep doing his very best to land himself a lamb dinner. He had been successful and killed two sheep. A few days after, I came in from school only to be informed by my mother that Brit the Labrador had gone to live on a farm in a faraway place called London because there was more space there for him to run around and that’s what dogs like best: space. I did at the time find the idea of a dog that liked nothing better than to kill sheep going to live on a farm a little hard to work out. In fact, it was so hard to work out, it took me about another ten years.


I was living in the epicentre of a number of relationship circles surrounding me like the many skins of an onion or the layers that make up planet earth. At the centre, inside the hot inner core, was the nucleus of me, my brothers and our parents. In the next and slightly bigger outer core was my extended family of which there were many. Uncles, aunties, the grandparents who had not yet managed to die and lots and lots of cousins. In the next ring of warm inner mantle were my friends. People I chose to be with. After that, the ring of slightly cooled mantle was full of neighbours and friends of friends. After that was an even larger ring. The crust. This cold, rocky outer layer contained teachers, shopkeepers, everybody at school. The people I knew well enough to know that I didn’t want to know them any better, if you know what I mean: the postwoman (Christine), the insurance man (Stan), the milkman (Frank; he did magic tricks), the rent man (Clem) and many more. Clem the rent man was funny. This was only two decades after the war and if you were unfortunate to look exactly like Adolf Hitler (not a good look today, and definitely not a good look back then), you’d think the least Clem would have done was not grow a tash. But he did. He would walk into our house (nobody knocked and doors were never locked) once a week and my mother would have his rent waiting for him in the middle of the kitchen table. He would count the cash, put it into his leather satchel and then proceed uninvited to check out a few rooms around the house, sometimes even going upstairs. He would go outside and have a look around the garden and then fill in a form to say the house was being looked after but before he left, he would always have a comment.


‘That grass needs cutting,’ or ‘Take that washing line down – it’s on next door’s fence post,’ or the like. I think he fancied my mother. Everybody did. To us, he was just a public servant, doing his job and looking after the council’s house. Making sure it was kept right for the next tenant when we had gone. We didn’t mind. After all, he was helping to keep the whole estate looking tidy. It was not our house, and we were grateful for what we had.


To me, our back garden was huge and was an extension to our larder. I don’t know how my father found the time to plant it but plant it he did. There were long rows of cabbages, sprouts, cauliflowers and all. There were what looked to me through such small eyes like acres of onions, peas, beans and leeks and next to the brick shed there was a greenhouse. All built by my father. The garden came with rules. No footballs and no activities that might result in the veg being damaged and no eating the tomatoes from the greenhouse. All produce had to be brought indoors, cleaned, handed to my mother and evenly distributed to the family.


I wish I could be pleasantly nostalgic about my mother’s cooking but I can’t. Sunday dinner would be almost like a ceremony and I think my mother would start boiling the veg and incinerating the meat on the Wednesday. All the veg would be boiled into such a mush, it seemed to run into one. Every Sunday the whole family would sit around the table only to be presented with a dinner that looked like it might have once appeared appetising before it had spent a night locked outside on the back step in heavy rain.


We would have cereal every morning. School dinners were fine, I liked them, and we got a bottle of milk as soon as we got there. I’m sure we must have qualified for free school dinners; however, we were never made to go through the ordeal of having to stand in the queue in the dining hall to claim free dinner tickets. My mother would set our dinner money out on the mantelpiece every Sunday night. Six piles, mine on the left and the rest to the right in order of age.


‘Make sure you get seconds,’ my mother would say when we picked up our money. ‘There’ll only be a sandwich for you when you get in.’ That’s what life was about. If you paid for something (even though we probably didn’t have to), you got your money’s worth. I’m still like that today. I can’t walk past a skip in the street without having a mooch and seeing what people are throwing out and I never leave anything on my plate. And anyway, it worked fine and, like I said, unlike some of my friends, I never went to bed hungry.


The house itself wasn’t complicated. In fact, it was a giant box. There were four bedrooms surrounding a small bathroom upstairs. Downstairs there was a small kitchen and three large rooms, of which we only ever used one, circling a central staircase, plus a small downstairs toilet. The kitchen had a small shelved larder, full of tins, off to the side. The larder was essential. It was our fridge. I’m not sure what the science was behind it, but it was supposed to be cooler in there than the rest of the house. There was an air brick at floor level and an air brick up high and if you looked through them, you could see into the coal house which was only accessible from outside. If there was any milk left after breakfast (which was rare), the tall glass bottle would be stood half submerged in a bowl of tap water in the larder in order to keep it fresh. As high tech as it was, it didn’t always work and that system still has me having a good smell of anything before I drink it, all these years on.


I’m not sure to this day why we didn’t use all the rooms. Perhaps my parents couldn’t afford to furnish them or perhaps they saw living there as temporary and it wasn’t worth moving in fully. Or more likely, my parents and us had been born and lived in such cramped conditions we simply didn’t know how to grow into the space provided.


There was one neighbour who for some reason stood out in my life. He lived just around the corner and was called Tommy Robins. He looked and sounded like a northern Sid James, was always ridiculously happy and would always be doing or going somewhere interesting. He was, I suppose, just a neighbour but to me he was part of that hot inner core and I do not have a memory from the day we moved into that house of this person not being my best friend. Strange we got on so well really. We had been born thirty-nine years apart and he had actually attended school and the pit with my father’s younger brother Ray.


We would go everywhere together and he would always introduce me as ‘Pip with the honest face’. I’m still not sure today why. I’m not sure if I had a sly face and he was taking the piss, he was just doing it for his own amusement or he actually thought I had an honest face.


‘Look how honest that face looks!’ he would say to strangers as I would stand there looking as honest as I could. Another strange thing about Tommy was he no longer worked down the pit. He had worked there from school but after returning from his two years’ national service in the navy and going back down the shaft only to be buried under a fall of stone, he had quit. He had been buried for a while and where the black stone had cut through his flesh it had left greyish-blue tattoos on various parts of his body and face. He had also lost his pointing finger from his right hand, leaving only a stump at the first knuckle that he would use as a prop to get laughs by poking up his big nose and asking anybody who had just met him for the first time, ‘Could you help me pull this out, please?’


He had a fish shop but sold it. He delivered bread for a bakery but got sacked for lining his own pockets. He had worked as a bus conductor for a few years but got sacked because he didn’t feel right taking money from people when the bus was already going there anyway. He had his own ice cream van but not for long. He then worked for British Rail, transporting crews of maintenance men around in a giant yellow Bedford bus. He called it his Yellow Submarine. It had a little cooker, sink and bench seating around a table where men could eat and play cards. We went everywhere in it.


‘He’s had more jobs than Tommy Robins!’ is still a saying in and around the colliery villages of Durham today to describe somebody who can’t hold a job down. It makes me smile when I hear people using the saying when they don’t know who he was.


I think up to this particular point in my life I was probably the most content and happiest I could be. I probably had a sense of it doesn’t get any better than this, making me sceptical of change. At eight years old, your thinking is probably, if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. It wasn’t that I lacked ambition, I did have ambitions. I wanted to know how coffee tasted and after watching American TV adverts I had also been asking my mother if I could keep a little of my paper-round money and buy a packet of Wrigley’s Spearmint gum. There was a white, metal vending machine that looked like a giant upright packet of Wrigley’s Spearmint gum on the wall outside the newsagent’s, behind the bus stop, that the miners would use on their way to the pit. The miners used gum because once down the pit they were not permitted to smoke because of explosive gases. I would pick up the shiny, silver wrappers discarded on the pavement and hold them to my nose. If I’m truly honest, I probably had a little lick. I had tasted Beech-Nut before – that was a cheap British equivalent and only a penny a packet – but the smell (taste) that came from the Wrigley’s foil was something else. I was convinced I had discovered the taste of America. The idea of slotting a new five-penny piece into the front of that machine, turning its clunky wheel and hearing a small packet of gum drop out of the bottom excited me more than anything else I can remember. One Saturday, I gave my full wage packet to my mother to open and hoped she would remember I had asked for a little back. She did and gave me 5p. I must have pedalled through the streets and back to the newsagent’s at over one thousand miles per hour. I clearly remember the packet of gum falling from the machine with a thump and me grabbing it before putting it to my nose. ‘This I must show to my brothers,’ I whispered to myself as I pedalled off again at the speed of light with the United States of America in my pocket.


All of my brothers were in the house and I remember walking around the living room offering them a piece of gum. I was cool! My mother refused but they all took one and then I asked my father, ‘Would you like a piece of American gum, Dad?’


‘Oh yes, I’ll take that to the pit with me tonight,’ he said, lifting his eyes from his newspaper as he took a piece from the packet and dropped it into his shirt pocket. It was the last one. I can recall the deep level of grief I felt when realising my time had not yet come for me to sample the delights of the USA. I snuck away up to my bedroom and cried in my bed, my only comfort being that I had been generous and done the right thing. I think there’s probably a lesson in life there somewhere. Anyway, I got to try some Wrigley’s Spearmint gum sometime later and it was not that cool. I think this was the dawn of me realising the difference between advertising and lies. None! As for coffee, one of my brothers started studying at a polytechnic and used to pinch sachets of Mellow Bird’s from the canteen for us to try at home. I still prefer tea today. With no milk.


It all makes me wonder about happiness. Have you ever asked yourself, At what point in my life was I the happiest? Try it!


If your answer is the day I met my husband/wife, the day I got married or the day when my children were born, well, I’m sorry but those answers for me were not truly honest. Concentrate hard and be completely truthful to yourself. Don’t be polite and give a manufactured answer designed to please others. When you first met your partner, did you really know what would come of it, and if it was so long ago, can you really remember your exact emotions? And as for your wedding day, was that ‘happiness’ or was that relief it was all over, all the planning had paid off, things had gone well and you were satisfied everybody seemed to have a nice day? We all feel joy when new life comes into the world, especially when you have helped create it, but let’s be honest, that joy is loaded. It is joy with grown-up weights piled on top, anticipation, responsibility, worry and probably relief again, that’s if everything went well. That is not true 100 per cent happiness. The type of true 100 per cent happiness I have been looking to find definitely does not have things piled on top holding it down.


Being completely 100 per cent honest with oneself was harder than I imagined but I did get there in the end. To find true happiness I had no option but to go to a place where I did not know anticipation, responsibility or worry. After searching for a time, I found that place. There it was, buried deep in my childhood, when I was just six or seven years into my life and lived in that large four-bedroomed council house with my mother, father and five older brothers. On Saturday mornings the whole family would be there. Apart from my father, of course. He was normally down the pit six or seven days per week and if he did get a day off, it would be the odd Sunday. But for the rest of us, there was no school, no college, no factories, nothing. I would always be first to rise. Sometimes I would be up so early I would actually see my father before he slipped out of the door into darkness to get down the pit before the sun came up. Occasionally, if I was very lucky, I would get to spend a few minutes with him. I would help him to light the fire and as the dry sticks snapped and cracked, he would whisper softly so as not to wake the others. He would ask me all about what I had been doing during the week whilst we shared a pot of black tea. The milkman hadn’t been yet. He would then kiss me on the top of the head before leaving. The paper boy would soon come as morning broke and my brother Calum’s Look-in pop magazine would drop on the doormat. I would sit in front of the fire and look at the brightly coloured images of new, glam rock stars like Mud dressed in their Tiger Feet, or Alvin Stardust with his black leather gloves, his Coo Ca Choo and his big silver rings, before placing the magazine carefully back on the mat. He liked to think he had seen it first.


My second from the top brother, Raymond, would always be next to rise and this is when that high level of joy would ignite.


‘Can we play Sharks in the Carpet?’ I would ask. To which he would hide his neck, slide out his bottom jaw and teeth, and wiggle all his fingers as he pulled a face that he and I thought was shark-like. The idea behind Sharks in the Carpet was simple. If you touched the carpet, the sharks that lived in it would gobble you up. He would get on all fours and follow me around the room as I leapt from one piece of furniture to the next in a desperate attempt to stay above sea level. Like a monkey, I would fly through the air from the armchair to the coffee table, only for the shark to then tilt the table slowly from one end. The fear of sliding off into a shark-infested carpet would soon have me leaping through the air again to the next piece of furniture, making sure that not so much as a tip of a toe got wet or bitten off. I would throw cushions into the middle of the sea. These were islands I could fly to but these were dangerous. The noisy shark, who roared like a lion, would pull at them, dragging them around the floor as I clung on, like a limpet to a rock.


This was bliss. Ecstasy. The level of euphoria from having survived those shark attacks I guess can’t be measured, but for myself it could go no higher. At the time it felt like Sharks in the Carpet lasted for most of the day, but I’m sure the shark must have run out of steam in no more than an hour. Thinking back now, it seemed so real. Survival was an achievement and I’m sure I can actually remember seeing shark fins sticking above the pile of the carpet. The noise and the chaos downstairs would, I think, wake everybody upstairs because it wouldn’t be long before the room would be full of siblings demanding we curb our behaviour. That would be it, the shark’s neck would reappear, its teeth and jaw would slide back in, his fingers would become limp and the roar would cease as the beast that lived in the carpet would metamorphose into nothing more than an older brother for another week.


I’ve tried to relive that ultimate high. I suppose we all do it, chasing something you’re not sure can be reached. What I did was to think hard and compare me now to me then, and concentrate on the differences in me today at fifty-five to the differences in me then. That’s easy, I thought, everything is different. If I was to stand on an armchair now and leap through the air landing on all fours on the top of a wooden coffee table, it, together with my legs and wrists, would, I’m sure, shatter into a thousand pieces. But there are more than just the physical differences. Back then I knew no consequences. I didn’t know I could crack my head and I definitely didn’t know our council house rent was £19.60 per calendar month and my father only earned £32 for a seven-day week.


Another massive difference I found within myself was that I have lost the ability to pretend or play. My brain has been packed with truth, with fact and with grown-up ‘think’. I’ve been ruined. Soiled with logic. How sad. Have I gone so far into being real and sensible there is now no going back? I could give it a go. I could jump around on my furniture and try my utmost to stretch my imagination but I know in my inner self, it does not matter how hard I throw myself about or how intense I stare, I will never be able to see those Sharks in the Carpet.


I have tried beer. That helps me play, but it has consequences in the form of a hangover and giving me empty pockets. I’ve sampled my fair share of fast women and slow horses. They’re as disappointing as one another. I’ve jumped out of an aeroplane. I had sixteen seconds before my chute opened and then a further thirty-four seconds before I landed softly in a field. It was all right, I suppose. I’ve considered religion. That might help me play! I thought, but I fear I was ahead of the game on that one, having already filed that ‘big man in the sky’ stuff into my junk box years before emails were even born. However, I must admit, I am a little jealous of those gospel singers when I see them on TV. They look like they can see sharks. I thought about trying drugs but they sound expensive and all that grown-up logic I’ve picked up on the way just wouldn’t allow it. I’ve tried the cinema. I went the other day. It killed an hour or so, but I’m not entirely sure that even a miserable hour deserves to die that way.
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